1 September 1991 marked the beginning of a new NRC 'training plan for women in science and engineering.' The announcement was made in late November 1990 with great fanfare, to a select few dignitaries, representatives of the federal government and Carleton and Ottawa Universities. Why has it taken the NRC seventy-five years to publicly promote women in science? Why is there now, in the 1990s, such a concern about women's under representation in most scientific and engineering disciplines? To the uninitiated it may seem that the NRC finally joined the rest of Canada in encouraging women to choose science as a career. The new training programme promises to 'provide both financial assistance and career-related training to outstanding women enrolled in undergraduate science and engineering at Canadian universities/ The applicants will be part of the programme for three years, with a minimum of twenty-five new students each year. They will be receiving a stipend of $10,000 the first year, $12,000 the second year, and $15,000 the final year. This initiative was prompted in part by the prevailing social climate that recognizes women's under representation in many fields, and in part, perhaps by a larger part, the wide-spread concern that Canada faces a shortage of people in many areas.
The initiative seems like a novelty. Yet, an examination of the various documents published by the NRC indicates that during the last seventy-five years the NRC has both encouraged some women graduate students and employed a select few women scientists. Because of the lack of access to primary documentation, this story must remain uneven and incomplete. Important insights were gained, however, from Ainle/s discussions, interviews and private correspondence with former NRC research officers; from these it is possible to construct a sketchy overview of women and the NRC. Putting it into the context of our ongoing research on Canadian women and science, it is evident that the saga of women in the National Research Council of Canada is representative of women's status in the scientific branches of the Canadian government and reflects national attitudes towards women professionals. Dr Pearl Weinberger was an assistant in plant physiology in the 1960s. She had a productive career as professor of biology at the University of Ottawa where, until her death in early 1991, she conducted pioneering research on plant growth acceleration using ultrasonics. The NRC had its share of 'male chauvinists' and some women 'had difficulties.' A glaring case is that of Barbara Hamilton, a dietician. When both she and her fiancee applied for a marriage leave, he got his, but hers was refused! An even more serious problem was the alleged scooping of a female scientists' research results by a male colleague.
Like many other innovations, the
Although a select few women eventually reached high scientific positions, for women hired in the 1950s and 60s the path was far from smooth, however. The biggest problem was marginalization and neglect as seen from the experiences of Dr Barbara Judek, a physics graduate of the University of Edinburgh. Although Judek had several publication before coming to the NRC in 1953, she was hired as a research assistant. In a 1990 interview she recalled that the job in the nuclear emulsion section was a research position, but was defined as that of an assistant, and she was paid less than a postdoctoral fellow. And while the fellowships were tax-free, the assistantship was not.
In the early 1970s, Judek shifted into accelerator work, using a new technique she adapted from her research on photo emulsion. With time, her research group gradually dwindled, becoming the high energy group, but Judek, quietly and tenaciously, continued working with nuclear emulsion.
For Judek there was no conflict between family life and science. Married to an economist, she is the mother of six children, five of whom were born while she was working for the NRC. Since at the time maternity leave was unheard of, wearing oversized lab-coats and working on her own had their advantages. With scientific precision, and a bit of luck, Dr Judek had her babies on weekends and returned to work before her colleagues heard of the new family member. From the above it is clear that, during its first seventy-five years, the NRC had both encouraged women science graduates and have employed women in a variety of scientific posts. The full extent of women's contributions to the scientific work of the NRC cannot be assessed, however, until free access to its archives will be made available to researchers. More research will lead to a better understanding of the factors that encouraged or hindered women's careers at the National Research Council of Canada and will contribute to a better, more integrated history of Canadian science.
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